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PREFACE

Since the formation of the Defense Threat Reduction Agency it 1998, IDA has
provided analytical support through the Agency’s Advanced Systems and Concepts
Office (ASCO). In fiscal year 2001, the ASCO commissioned a study from IDA on
strategic stability in East Asia. Its purposes are to examine long-term nuclear risks in
Asia and to pose the strategic question embodied in DTRA’s charter: what can be done to
reduce those risks and potential threats? IDA also was asked specifically to examine how
an understanding of these questions might inform the thinking of the new Administration
as it moves to implement its commitment to ballistic missile defense (BMD) and
reductions in the nuclear arsenal, and as it considers possible changes in arms control
strategy.

This Northeast Asia stability study has resulted in three IDA papers:

“Northeast Asian Strategic Security Environment Study,
Katy Oh Hassig.

“China-U.S. Nuclear Relations: What Relationship Best Serves U.S. Interests?”
Brad Roberts.

“East Asia’s Nuclear Future: A Long-Term View of Threat Reduction,”
Brad Roberts.

This document is item two on that list.

In preparing this paper, the author has benefited from extensive interaction with
analysts in the United States as well as China. Some of the argumentation here was
developed in parallel with a symposium at IDA on a possible Taiwan confrontation under
the nuclear shadow. Some of the supporting materials, including primarily the Appendix
on China’s responses to BMD, were developed separately from the DTRA-funded project

but are included here as useful context.

The author is grateful to many individuals who contributed to the ideas reflected
here. These include his colleagues in a prior study on China, Nuclear Weapons, and Arms
Control (published in 2000 under the auspices of the Council on Foreign Relations) and
in the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP). Valuable
comments on earlier drafts of this paper were provided by Ralph Cossa of Pacific
Forum/CSIS, Michael McDevitt of the Center for Naval Analyses Corporation, Leon
Sloss, a consultant on nuclear affairs, and the author’s IDA colleagues Virginia Moncken,
Katy Oh Hassig, Victor Utgoff, and Larry Welch. The author assumes full responsibility

for the final contents of this essay and the arguments presented here.
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FOREWORD

The end of the Cold War brought with it a dramatic drop in the level of interest in
the United States in the requirements of nuclear stability and security. But our
experiences following the Cold War provide convincing evidence that the need is to
sustain an effective nuclear deterrent in a more complex security environment. Hence,
new and more profound investigation is needed to ensure that our planning and policies
serve us as well in the future as they have in the past. Filling that need demands that
policymakers and experts rekindle an intellectually wide-ranging investigation of the kind

that characterized the beginning of the nuclear era 50 years ago.

This paper on China-U.S. nuclear relations has been prepared to help put China
more adequately into America’s nuclear picture. We will need to understand China’s
nuclear modernization effort to inform choices on ballistic missile defense, nuclear
reductions, and arms control that will promote the desired stability and security. We need
to understand the potential for U.S.-China confrontation over Taiwan, under a nuclear
shadow, to define the requirements of the deterrence posture. We need also a better
notion of how China fits into the global nuclear equation to craft and implement

strategies to reduce short-term nuclear threats and long-term risks.

The author undertakes a comprehensive review of the challenges in the China-
U.S. nuclear relationship. The purpose is to help with the process of defining American
interests in the bilateral nuclear relationship and of identifying strategy choices that help

secure those interests.

There will be inevitable differences in views on approaches and prescriptions.
There should be no difference in view on the need to base approaches and prescriptions

on in-depth investigation.

General Larry D. Welch, USAF (ret.)
President, IDA
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The China-U.S. nuclear relationship has received a good deal less attention in the
United States than the U.S.-Russian and U.S.-“rogue” relationships. But coming to terms
with that relationship is essential in the debate over how to construct a new deterrence
framework that meets the requirements of security and stability in the post-Cold War era,
given the potential for developments in that relationship with wide-ranging repercussions.
China clearly knows what it wants in its nuclear relationship with the United States—
some mutual vulnerability so that it is not again subject to what it considers nuclear
blackmail, especially over Taiwan. Arguing from first principles rather than expedients of
cost or political constraints, what type of relationship best serves the interests of the
United States? What are those interests?

From a strategic nuclear perspective, the type of relationship the best serves U.S.
interests is arguably the one it has had for decades—one-sided dominance by the United
States as defined in terms of its ability to preemptively eliminate China’s strategic force
and an ability to dominate any level of escalation in any potential conflict. But China is
working very hard to take this option off the table. The common view that China is
simply modernizing its strategic forces for the sake of having more reliable and
sophisticated systems misses the fact that China is modernizing those forces in order to
gain a secure second-strike capability that it has never enjoyed. It will modernize its

forces so as to overcome any bar that America sets. What bar should it try to set?

In responding to China’s effort to modernize to gain a secure second-strike

capability, Washington has three basic options:

1. To trump PRC modernization with a defense large and capable enough to defeat
the emerging PRC force.

2. To tolerate mutual vulnerability as an enduring principle in U.S.-PRC nuclear
relations.

3. To hedge. This choice would embody a commitment in principle to tolerate the
Chinese build-up without structuring BMD so as to respond to it, while
establishing also that BMD could be reoriented to deal with the Chinese force at
some future time—as determined by China’s behaviors, not Washington’s.
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Historical Context

As policymakers in Washington and Beijing make choices about the future of the
nuclear relationship, it is clear that the past continues to have an important impact.
Indeed, the fact that perceptions of this history differ so markedly is an important theme.
Experts in China recall a history of U.S. nuclear blackmail and a slow but steady progress
in bringing a credible deterrent posture into being. Experts in the United States seem
barely to recall this history at all, recalling China as little more than a footnote in the
history of the nuclear era. This leads to very different views of the strategic balance
between the two, the principles of nuclear strategy, and the constraints on future
developments. Chinese experts and policymakers are simply incredulous when U.S.
policymakers assert that “BMD is not about China” and “missile defenses are not
provocative” and “we do not believe that deployment of limited missile defenses should
compel China to increase the pace and scale of its already ambitious effort to modernize
its strategic nuclear forces.” Chinese reactions to BMD will be defined by the specific
operational requirements it imposes on the creation of a credible deterrent and thus BMD
is certain to have a direct impact on PRC strategic modernization. They will also be
defined by the political requirements following from the intentions Beijing will impute to

Washington’s choice, requirements in the foreign policy realm more generally.

This points to the urgent need to choose how to respond to Beijing’s responses to
BMD. Should Washington trump, tolerate, or hedge? To find insights into these

questions, this paper examines four topical areas:
e the potential role of nuclear weapons in a Taiwan confrontation
e the connections between the nuclear relationship and the political relationship
e the interests of U.S. friends and allies

e U.S. interests in major power nuclear relations generally.

Nuclear Weapons in a Taiwan Confrontation

Three quite different views of the potential role of nuclear weapons in a U.S.-
PRC-Taiwan confrontation have taken hold. One is that nuclear weapons would be
largely if not completely irrelevant to such a confrontation. The second is that nuclear
weapons would be relevant and U.S. deterrence would work. The third is that nuclear

weapons would be central, but U.S. deterrence cannot work.
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Drawing on a detailed examination of the potential rungs of the escalation ladder
and the manner in which each side might attempt to manipulate perceptions of the shared

risk of nuclear war, this paper argues as follows.

First, nuclear weapons are very unlikely to be irrelevant to confrontation over
Taiwan. All three parties are apparently concerned with casting the nuclear shadow—and

with how others will do so.

Two, there is a lot of truth in the view that nuclear deterrence would work, in the
sense that many U.S. advantages would be likely to constrain PRC behavior in many
ways. But escalation dominance does not translate readily into escalation control and
casting the nuclear shadow back over the low end in the conflict --in its early phases
--would be difficult for Washington.

Three, it certainly also seems to be the case that nuclear deterrence would be
unreliable. Given the asymmetry of stake and willingness to bear costs, U.S. nuclear

threats may simply lack credibility in many phases of such a war.

Fourth, ballistic missile defenses would shift the calculus of deterrence in ways

favorable to the United States and Taiwan. But they cannot be considered a panacea.

Fifth, the potential instabilities in such a contingency are numerous. One
especially important one is the perception that America’s risks would remain
asymmetrically less compelling than China’s if and as the war begins to invoke questions

of nuclear use.

Sixth, timing matters. In today’s world, the burden of escalation would be on
China. The burden tomorrow may shift to the United States if it does not continue the
necessary conventional arms sales to Taiwan and further BMD deployments. But also

over the longer term the costs to Beijing of using military force are certain to rise.

The Nuclear Relationship and the Political Relationship

If the United States has an interest in ensuring stability and security across the
Taiwan strait, it also has an interest in leading the development of the political
relationship between China and the United States in desirable directions, an interest
certain to be influenced by developments in the nuclear realm. America has fallen into a
false debate between partnership and competition with China, as these are inevitably two
sides of the same coin. Historical analogies are sometimes used to break out of this
debate, but these too are misleading, because the China of today is neither the Germany

of Bismarck’s time nor the Soviet Union of Stalin’s. The absence of agreement about
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what political relationship with China best serves U.S. interests substantially detracts

from the ability to determine what nuclear relationship with it best serves U.S. interests.

China’s view of the necessary nuclear relationship is driven by a relatively clear
view of the necessary political relationship. It wants cooperation with America but also
freedom from American coercion. It wants the security benefits of a benign American
presence in East Asia, but not continued or stronger American involvement in the defense
of Taiwan, in what it considers a vital national interest--sovereignty. And it does not want
to be the victim of a campaign of encirclement and containment led by Washington.
China looks to America’s BMD choices for insights into its central strategic question
about America: as China rises and reemerges, will America want to cooperate with it on

common interests, or to contain and confront it?

In the U.S.-Russian relationship, the argument is now made that America and
Russia cannot have the desired political relationship without moving away from a
strategic relationship based on a nuclear balance of terror. In the U.S.-Chinese
relationship, this core proposition may be just the reverse. America cannot have the
desired political relationship with China without acquiescing to its effort to gain a secure
second-strike capability. That desired political relationship is one that permits the
maximum amount of cooperation on common interests in the economic, political, and
security realm. It is effectively ruled out if the U.S. chooses to trump China’s deterrent

because of how Beijing would interpret it—as a sign of looming confrontation.
U.S. Friends and Allies

U.S. allies in East Asia (Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Thailand, and, by a
loose definition of the region, Australia) have been more directly involved in the debate
over ballistic missile defenses that would protect them and U.S. forces deployed in their
territories or nearby than in the debate about protection of the U.S. homeland (the latter,
the focus of this paper). They have been and remain ambivalent, especially on the latter
topic. While supporting Washington in principle, many are concerned that Washington is
either focused on the wrong problem or is mismanaging its relationship with China in a
way that causes problems for them. America’s allies in East Asia prefer a bilateral U.S.-
PRC relationship that is neither too warm nor too cold but just right—think of this as the
Goldilocks rule of East Asian stability. To the extent that Washington’s pursuit of BMD
is perceived as a violation of this rule, by souring U.S.-Chinese relations and signaling a
U.S. effort to recruit partners for Chinese containment, their political support for BMD

seems likely to wane.
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Major Power Nuclear Relations Generally

Decision-makers in Washington have so far been looking at the pieces of the
nuclear puzzle, with their focus on the nuclear relationship between the United States and
Russia and now the United States and China—but what about the puzzle as a whole?
How might a view of the nature and requirements of the present nuclear peace among the

major powers generally inform questions about the specific U.S.-PRC dimension?

So far at least, some very different notions of America’s role in shaping this
nuclear peace have begun to take shape. These include a beleaguered America seeking
security against increasingly powerful challengers, a benign hegemon extending security
to all, an America in pursuit of Absolute Security at the expense of others, and an
America as first among equals that must cooperate if it is to act without generating
counter-balancers among the major (and other) powers. Each view leads to a certain

conclusion about how to treat China.

The Bush administration has signaled its commitment to design a strategy for
stability, a strategy based on the principles of cooperation with others and the advance of
common interests—something fairly close to the benign hegemon vision above. The core
question is whether China will be treated as odd man out in this effort. There is a good
argument that it should be, given its communist, authoritarian character and the
apparently real possibility of war over Taiwan. But there is also a good argument that it
should not be, given the repercussions of Chinese dissatisfaction in major power relations

and the Asian security situation more generally.
Conclusions

Of the three choices before Washington, all have potential benefits, costs, and

risks.

Seeking to trump China’s effort to secure its second-strike force would provide
the benefits of protecting the U.S. population in the event of Chinese nuclear attack and
enhancing U.S. flexibility in a Taiwan contingency. But it would likely come at the cost
of substantially diminishing China’s willingness to cooperate where mutual interests
might otherwise suggest cooperation, while also promoting further counter-balance of the
U.S. role through closer Sino-Russian strategic collaboration, including perhaps with the
rogues. Such a choice would also raise questions for U.S. allies about Washington’s
ability and willingness to shape the region in ways favorable to their interests, while
alerting Moscow to the possibility that a thicker U.S. defense is coming. The principal

risk is that Washington will pay all these costs before it receives the benefits, as the
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technology to match Chinese modernization will be many years in coming. There is also
a risk that Beijing may deem it necessary to make a military move against Taiwan before

its leverage wanes.

A choice to tolerate China’s effort, by not reorienting the limited defense toward
China’s force as it modernizes, would also provide a number of benefits. These include
enhancing Beijing’s willingness to cooperate, weakening the Sino-Russian ‘“axis,” and
reducing defense investment costs. The costs would likely include some loss of leverage
in a Taiwan contingency, increased vulnerability for the American public to Chinese
missile attack, and vulnerability to the political charge that Washington has appeased a
rising power. The principal risk would be that Taiwan might conclude that this situation

does not meet its needs.

Hedging seems to promise the benefits of the “tolerate” option while avoiding the
costs and risks of “trump.” It would increase the prospects for cooperating in the political
realm while minimizing impacts on the Sino-Russian relationship, while also reassuring
U.S. allies and others among China’s neighbors that a chilling of Sino-U.S. relations is
not in the offing. There is potentially a large cost—that the United States loses its head-
start in a “race” to gain defense dominance if that later proves necessary. The primary
risk with such a strategy is that Beijing would interpret hedge as trump—as a deception
aimed to cover the effort to regain strategic dominance through the open-ended BMD
effort. Persuading China that the hedge strategy is not a secret cover for the trump would
seem to require some restraint by the United States, in the form of some abandonment of
the open-ended strategy, and some expression of this restraint in a political agreement.
But it is not clear that either restraint vis-a-vis China’s strategic modernization or an arms
control process with Beijing are seen in Washington at this time as part of an overall

strategy to persuade Beijing that the ball is in its court.
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A. INTRODUCTION

What nuclear relationship with China best serves U.S. interests? Systematic
examination of this question in the United States has been strikingly rare at a time of
considerable emphasis on the U.S. nuclear relationships with Russia and the “rogues.” In
the executive and legislative branches today, there appears to be a general consensus that
American interests are well served by preventing the emergence of mutual vulnerability
with the nuclear and missile-armed “rogues” and by moving away from the “enemy
syndrome” in its political relations with Moscow through a jettisoning of Cold War-

. . 1
vintage nuclear strategies.

Whereas experts in Washington appear to have devoted only modest attention to
the question of what nuclear relationship with China best serves U.S. interests, Chinese
experts have devoted a good deal of attention to the question of what type of relationship
best serves Chinese interests. China’s energetic objections to ballistic missile defense are
well known. It seems to know clearly what it wants in its nuclear relationship with the
United States—some limited mutual ability to coerce, rather than one-sided advantages
for the United States. Its clarity on this point also appears to reflect clarity about what it
wants in the political relationship—respect for Beijing considers its vital interests,

especially but not exclusively in the long struggle over Taiwan.

As the U.S. government begins to make detailed decisions about the ballistic
missile defense (BMD) architectures it intends to pursue, the capabilities of U.S. nuclear
forces that it wishes to retain as it reduces the overall size of the force, and the scope and
content of an arms control strategy, it is important that considerations include a sound
answer to the question of how China fits into the American nuclear future. Indeed, there
are a number of basic questions requiring greater insight. In what circumstances, if any,
might China and the United States find themselves in nuclear confrontation, and with
what implications for U.S. nuclear requirements? What should the United States want—
or can it have—in the political relationship, and how might choices in the offense/defense
realm shape that relationship? Should the United States accept China's response to
BMD—or counter it?

This paper seeks to provide a framework for the systematic exploration of these

questions. It begins with a review of the history of the China-U.S. nuclear relationship.

! The depth of that consensus is of course much debated, as is the actual viability of devaluing the currency
of nuclear weapons as has been proposed. But these questions are beyond the scope of this analysis.



This review highlights the different perceptions of that history that inform quite different
perceptions in the United States and China about the nuclear present and future. The
effort to interpret Chinese perceptions should not be confused with concurrence with
them. But having some understanding of them is essential to the formulation of U.S.
policy that elicits desired responses. The striking asymmetry of views of the key features

of the nuclear relationship is a central conclusion of this work.

With this historical review as context, the paper then goes on to explore different
facets of the U.S.-PRC nuclear problem for insights into the basic question. Four main
questions are explored:

1. What role might nuclear weapons play in a confrontation over Taiwan?

2. How should Washington’s desire to promote the optimal political relationship
with Beijing inform its choices in the nuclear offense/defense realm?

How can the perspectives of U.S. friends and allies inform U.S. thinking?

4. How might a view of the nature of the nuclear peace among the major powers
generally inform questions about the specific U.S.-PRC bilateral aspect?

On each of these questions, there is a spectrum of opinion within the United
States; indeed, some of it is stridently polarized. Accordingly, this paper seeks to map out
the differences of perspective and their implications with the hope that such a picture can
inform the debate about policy choices. In the conclusions, the paper reviews basic U.S.
policy options and identifies the implications of each by elaborating their potential

benefits, costs, and risks. The choices seem straightforward:

1. Should the United States seek to negate China’s deterrent, by posturing U.S.
ballistic missile defense in a way that does so?

2. Or should it tolerate China’s move to create a secure second-strike force, by not
posturing the defense to negate the emerging PRC force?

3. Or should it hedge against future developments in China’s force, by tolerating
China’s move but only under certain conditions?

The purpose of this systematic analysis is to identify benefits, costs, and risks
associated with these three choices as a way to help frame the debate about what strategic
offense/defense relationship best serves the United States. In taking a comprehensive
approach to the topic and in mapping out the different perspectives that inform thinking

on this question, the paper seeks answers based on first principles.

There are some “answers” in the current debate that are argued from expedience

instead. For example, the argument has been made that the United States should not seek



to negate China’s deterrent with its BMD because...“it would cost too much” or “the
technical challenges are daunting” or “doing so would antagonize Beijing.” The purpose
here is to argue on the basis of U.S. interests rather than policy expedience. Do America’s
interests (and those of its friends and allies) require that it pay those costs and run certain
risks to construct a defense-dominant strategic relationship? Or do our interests point us

in a different direction?

B. NUCLEAR HISTORY AS CONTEXT

For most American students of nuclear history, China is a footnote.” The intense
nuclear competition between the United States and Soviet Union logically enough tended
to crowd out many other important features of the nuclear era. Conventional American
wisdom has it that China is a nuclear power of very modest proportions that has been
little interested in developing the type of nuclear posture sufficient for competing as a
major nuclear actor. Some Americans vaguely recall that Washington made nuclear
threats against China during the Korean war, and that a senior Chinese official expressed
what could be interpreted as a nuclear threat about exchanging Los Angeles for Taipei

during the missile saber rattling across the Taiwan strait in the mid-1990s (see more
below).

For Chinese students of nuclear history, the details in the nuclear relationship with
the United States are much more vivid. They recall U.S. nuclear threats against the PRC
in very early confrontations with Washington over Taiwan, then in the context of
President Truman’s threats over Korea, and then further U.S. threats during the
confrontation over Quemoy and Matsu. This is the blackmail of which Mao spoke when
announcing China’s nuclear weapons program. Chinese experts also recall the
deployment of U.S. nuclear attack capabilities against China at that time and the steady
improvement of those capabilities even before China exploded its first bomb in 1964.
This was in fact decades before China acquired the ability to strike targets in the United
States with nuclear weapons (with deployment of the DF-5 intercontinental missile in
1981). They also recall debates in the 1960s in the United States, largely forgotten here,
about preemptive attack on China’s nascent nuclear capabilities and about a ballistic

missile defense against them (Sentinel).

? These observations have been collected over three years of personal experience in interacting with experts
in both the United States and China on China’s nuclear posture and strategy.



A brief summary of key episodes in the unfolding nuclear history between the two

encompasses the following:’

1940s: In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was proclaimed the government

of China by Mao and his victorious forces in Beijing.

1950s: In early 1950, Beijing prepared an invasion of Taiwan to capture the
residual elements of the government of the defeated Republic of China, which it then
aborted in part because of a decision by Washington to support the ROC by military and
other means. When China entered the Korean war, President Harry Truman made
remarks implying possible nuclear attack on China. In 1955, the United States made
nuclear threats over Quemoy and Matsu. Also in 1955, President Dwight Eisenhower
made a televised statement confirming a willingness to use all available means to respond
to military action against Taiwan. In 1954-55, Mao initiated the program to build nuclear
weapons and in 1956, a program to build ballistic missiles. He sought Soviet assistance
and Moscow promised scientific and technical support, as well as blueprints and a

prototype device.

1960s: Washington and Moscow came to terms on a Partial Test Ban Treaty and
Soviet assistance to China was terminated, transforming PRC-USSR relations. President
John F. Kennedy, intensely interested in China’s nuclear ambitions, was reported as
actively considering preemption, possibly in partnership with either the ROC or the
USSR.* The U.S. forward deployed nuclear bombers in the Western Pacific and then
Polaris submarines. The Single Integrated Operational Plan [for nuclear war] (SIOP) was

created with China as an integral aspect. China exploded its nuclear device in 1964, and

3 Information in this summary is drawn from John Wilson Lewis and Xue Litai, China Builds the Bomb
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1988); Michael O. Wheeler, Nuclear Weapons and the
Korean War, Occasional Paper No. 1 (McLean, Va.: SAIC Center for National Security Negotiations,
1994); Hans M. Kristensen, “The Elusive Foe: China in U.S. Nuclear War Planning,” a working paper of
the Nautilus Institute of Berkeley, Calif. (April 2001); Desmond Ball, “The Development of the SIOP,
1960-1983,” in Ball and Richelson, eds., Strategic Nuclear Targeting (New York: Cornell University
Press, 1986); Stephen 1. Schwartz, ed., Afomic Audit (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1998); Jonathan
Pollack, “The Future of China’s Nuclear Weapons Policy,” in John C. Hopkins and Weixing Hu, eds.,
Strategic Views from the Second Tier: The Nuclear Weapons Policies of France, Britain, and China (La
Jolla, Calif.: University of California Institute on Global Conflict and Cooperation, 1994); Li Bin, “The
Effects of NMD on Chinese Strategy,” Jane’s Intelligence Review, March 7, 2001; Li Bin, “The Impact
of U.S. NMD on Chinese Nuclear Modernization,” Pugwash Newsletter, Vol. 38, No. 1 (June 2001); and
Li Bin, “China’s Nuclear Disarmament Policy,” in Harold E. Feiveson, ed., The Nuclear Turning Point
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1999).

* William Burr and Jeffrey T. Richelson, “Whether to ‘Strangle the Baby in the Cradle:” The United States
and the Chinese Nuclear Program, 1960-64, International Security, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Winter 2000/01), pp.
54-99.



was then the quickest of the five original nuclear weapon states to move from its first
fission to its first fusion explosion. China created the 2™ Artillery and constructed a large
infrastructure for warhead and missile production. It embraced a doctrine of no-first-use.
China was subjected to Soviet nuclear threats in 1964 and 1969. President Lyndon
Johnson decided to deploy the Sentinel ballistic missile defense system as a response to
the Chinese threat, a step subsequently abandoned by the Nixon administration.” China
initiated its own research and development program on missile defenses in response to

BMD capabilities under development in the United States and Soviet Union.

1970s: The United States modernized its nuclear strategy with the Nuclear
Weapons Employment Plan (NUWEP), which led to the creation of a reserve strategic
force aimed in part at deterring Chinese exploitation of a U.S.-USSR nuclear exchange.
China deployed missiles capable of reaching U.S. bases in the region and other targets,
including the capitals of U.S. allies. It also deployed missiles capable of reaching
Moscow, and it undertook a substantial investment in ballistic missile defenses of its
own. China’s commitment to an aggressive strategy of concealment and deception began
to take shape as capabilities were dispersed and hidden underground. U.S. intelligence

collection remained heavily focused on the USSR.

1980s: In conjunction with U.S.-PRC rapprochement in the wake of the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, the SIOP downplayed the potential for nuclear war between
China and the United States. Ironically this development occurred just as China began
deployment of missiles capable of reaching targets in CONUS. China’s missile
modernization program began to produce follow-on systems to initial capabilities.
President Ronald Reagan’s March 1983 “Star Wars” speech was followed by increased
investments in China on capabilities to penetrate ballistic missile defenses. As China
began to open up, some limited public discussion of China’s nuclear strategy, doctrine,

and posture became possible and evident in Chinese scholarly and military literature.’

1990s: Some limited reconciliation between North and South Korea made
possible a joint agreement to denuclearize the Korea peninsula, as subsequently pursued
in the context of U.S.-Soviet Presidential Nuclear Initiatives, substantially reducing the
risks of nuclear confrontation there between China and the United States. The Persian

Gulf War rang a loud alarm bell for Beijing—suggesting possibly successful U.S.

> Michael O. Wheeler, “The American Approach to Ballistic Missile Defense,” paper prepared for Tenth
International Arms Control Conference, Sandia National Laboratories, Albuquerque, N.M., April 2000.

¢ Alastair Iain Johnston, “China’s New ‘Old Thinking’: The Concept of Limited Deterrence,” International
Security, Vol. 20, No. 3 (Winter 1995/96).



preemption of China’s strategic forces by conventional as opposed to nuclear means.
America’s failure to destroy Iraqi mobile SCUDs reinforced Beijing’s commitment to
early deployment of its own solid-fueled, road-mobile ICBMs (first tested late in the
decade). China signed the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, thereby making some nuclear
developments more difficult, including movement to MIRVd systems. In conjunction
with heightened tensions over the Taiwan straits in 1995/96, a senior Chinese official
stated to a former U.S. official that the United States would have to consider trading Los
Angeles for Taipei in a future U.S.-PRC confrontation over Taiwan, a statement that is
remembered differently by different people.” Allegations emerged of Chinese espionage
in the U.S. nuclear establishment, as explored by the U.S. Congress.® The United States
and China agreed not to target each other on a day-to-day basis. Later public reports
indicate that the SIOP was being modified to improve U.S. limited nuclear attack options
on China.” China conducted its first exercise of mobile forces operating counterattack

while under nuclear attack.

The present: Beijing and Washington seem to hold rather different views of the
present nuclear relationship. Four such differences stand out.
e On nuclear world views: U.S. observers tend to assume that the United States is

the focal point of PRC nuclear concerns. For PRC observers, the U.S. strategic
relationship is indeed central—but it is also but one facet of a complex and

" Some recall it as a direct and explicit threat aimed at dissuading and deterring U.S. efforts to protect
Taiwan. Others recall it as an observation rather than a threat—including former Ambassador Chas
Freeman, the person to whom the statement was made. According to Freeman, the statement came in the
midst of a private five-hour discussion in October 1995 over whether the Chinese military maneuvers in
the Taiwan strait then just authorized by the Central Military Commission would elicit an American
military reaction. Conjecturing on the impact of possible U.S. military intervention, one of the Chinese
participants asserted that the United States would not enjoy the strategic leverage it had in the 1950s
when it first made nuclear threats in defense of Taiwan, on the argument that China’s intercontinental
capabilities give it the possibility to strike back. “In the end you care more about Los Angeles than you
do about Taipei.” See remarks by Freeman, “Did China Threaten to Bomb Los Angeles,” to the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, March 22, 2001, as posted at www.ceip.org/npp.

¥ The House Select Committee on U.S. National Security and Military/Commercial Concerns With the

People’s Republic of China (“the Cox Committee™) issued a classified report on January 3, 1999, and a
declassified version on May 25. For a detailed critique of the Cox report, see M.M. May, ed., The Cox
Committee Report: An Assessment (Stanford, Calif.: Center for International Security and Cooperation,
Stanford University, December 1999). See also a reply by Nicholas Rostow, staff director, U.S. Senate
Select Committee on Intelligence, “The ‘Panofsky’ Critique and the Cox Committee Report: 50 Factual
Errors in the Four Essays” (undated).

’ Hans M. Kristensen, The Matrix of Deterrence: U.S. Strategic Command Force Structure Studies

(Berkeley, Calif.: Nautilus Institute, 2001). This study draws on documents released under Freedom of
Information Act requests to chronicle how U.S. planning for and thinking about nuclear war evolved
during the 1990s.



rapidly evolving nuclear environment surrounding China. China’s nuclear
relations with Russia and India both have entered volatile periods.'

e On the strategic balance: U.S. observers tend to believe that the United States
enjoys an ability to preemptively eliminate China’s nuclear forces in time of crisis
by either nuclear or conventional means—and that China accepts this situation.
For PRC observers, China has been working slowly but steadily for decades to
transition to a credible deterrent.'' Moreover, Chinese experts tend to believe that
the United States will not have the targeting intelligence sufficient to eliminate
with high confidence all of the systems capable of retaliating against America (by
implication, then, Chinese observers apparently believe that China can currently
strike the United States with more than the 20 or so missiles based in silos).

e On nuclear strategy: U.S. observers tend to believe that China is content with
nuclear minimalism. As the Cox Committee report indicates, however, there is
also a countercurrent in American thinking—that China is poised to become a
peer competitor power. For PRC observers, the first principle of China’s nuclear
strategy is not minimalism, but sufficiency. In the past, modest capabilities were
sufficient to China’s needs. Today, there is a wide-ranging debate in Chinese
expert circles about the role of nuclear weapons in Chinese security policy and
strategy, a debate made possible in part by the opening up of China after Mao.
That debate tends to focus on how to use nuclear weapons in a confrontation over
Taiwan, given what many Chinese fear is a U.S. willingness to exploit U.S.
strategic advantages at China’s expense there.'?

e On constraints on China’s nuclear future: U.S. observers tend to believe that
China is too poor to be a substantially more robust nuclear competitor to the
United States. Chinese observers emphasize that China is rapidly growing more
wealthy (the value of its GDP having quadrupled in less than two decades), and
that many of the infrastructure costs associated with production of a large nuclear
missile force are in fact sunk costs.

These asymmetric views of the past and present of the bilateral nuclear
relationship are projected also into the future. China perceives the advent of U.S. ballistic
missile defenses with great alarm. Washington seems not quite sure what all the fuss is

about.

The Appendix to this paper provides a detailed summary of China’s views on

BMD. Among its conclusions are the following. China’s concerns about BMD can be

12 See “China’s Nuclear Posture,” in Robert A. Manning, Ronald Montaperto, and Brad Roberts, China,
Nuclear Weapons, and Arms Control: A Preliminary Assessment (New York: Council on Foreign
Relations, 2000.

' Bates Gill, James Mulvenon, and Mark Stokes, The Chinese Second Artillery: Transition to Credible
Deterrence (undated draft monograph).

12 Johnston, “China’s New ‘Old Thinking’” and “Prospects for Chinese Nuclear Force Modernization:
Limited Deterrence Versus Multilateral Arms Control,” The China Quarterly (June 1996), pp. 548-576.



traced only in part to its long-standing strategic modernization program. To be sure, the
challenge to modernization is an important one: China believes that BMD will deprive it
of decades worth of investment and work to create a viable strategic deterrent. But there
are other sources of Chinese concern. One, BMD seems to confirm a Chinese fear that
Washington is bent on denying a rising China its rightful place in the international order
through a strategy of encirclement and containment, while Washington pursues its own
variant of the Brezhnev doctrine by using force to spread democracy. Two, BMD
presents the potential of fueling Taiwanese independence by freeing it to break away in
the context of a deepening defense relationship with the United States—thus bringing
military confrontation with the United States. Three, a major leadership transition will
take place in China in October 2002, bringing with it questions of reputation for both the
passing and the new generation of leaders, reputations tied directly to how to deal with

both the Taiwan issue and the “rogue hegemon.”

Thus, Chinese observers are incredulous when they hear American officials state
that:

e “BMD is not about China.”
e “Missile defenses are not provocative.”

e “We do not believe that deployment of limited missile defenses should compel
China to increase the pace and scale of its already ambitious effort to modernize
its strategic nuclear forces.”"

From a Chinese perspective, BMD must be about China. Indeed, many Chinese
experts hold to the view that it cannot be about anyone else. After all (as they see it), they
are the one rising power capable of challenging U.S. interests both regionally and
globally, a position to which no rogue can aspire (one senior Chinese official has
declared that the rogues are “an almost absurd pretext.”).'"* Even those Chinese experts
who are prepared to accept that it is not Washington’s intent to construct a defense
against Chinese missiles observe that the capability will be there whatever the intent,
assuming the United States proceeds with a defense oriented at defeating modest numbers

of missiles coming from Asia. Thus, BMD is about China, even if it isn’t.

Again from a Chinese perspective, missile defenses are provocative. They could

reinforce Taipei’s apparent drift to independence. They could deepen and extend U.S.

1> White House papers on ballistic missile defense as briefed to the media July 11, 2001.

' As quoted in John Leicester, “Official: US missile shield could force China to deploy more warheads,”
Associated Press, May 11, 2000.



military engagement in East Asia. They could draw U.S. allies into an anti-China
coalition aimed at containing its rise. They could embolden America to pursue a
Brezhnev doctrine at China’s expense in Tibet and elsewhere. They could negate decades
of investment in an effective strategic deterrent at a moment when losing face to the
United States is intolerable, politically, for the regime. And they could promise to make
America less restrained, even less careful in its use of force; as one observer put it... “the

U.S. might become less cautious in any crisis” with BMD in its toolkit."

Accordingly, modernization of the strategic force seems certain to proceed on a
pace and scale that ensures that China gains the now-missing credible second-strike
capability. China will not simply modernize for the sake of having more modern and
technologically sophisticated systems. It will modernize to gain new operational
capabilities. It will define the parameters of the necessary future force specifically to
overcome whatever bar the United States sets with the defense it constructs. A thin
defense seems likely to generate at most modest incremental improvements in China’s
forces, largely in the number of deliverable warheads. A thicker defense would likely
generate more substantial improvements, perhaps not just in numbers of warheads but
also in increased reliance on a modern thermonuclear MIRV-able warhead. A thick
defense of multiple layers, admittedly years if not decades away, would likely generate
fundamental adjustments in the Chinese strategic posture, with new types of forces and
adjustments in strategy, perhaps projecting nuclear attack against the defense
infrastructure itself, including components in space. If the United States moves quickly,
China will “race;” if it moves slowly, China will “jog.” And of course it is already

sprinting to a very substantial deployment of nuclear-capable missiles opposite Taiwan.'®

On the quantitative dimension alone, Chinese experts describe a national
commitment to restore the status quo ante—to create a situation such that China can
credibly deliver 20 or so warheads onto targets in the United States through whatever
defense the United States deploys, on the argument that today China has 20 or so
deliverable warheads. Of course, this number of 20 deliverable warheads assumes
Chinese first-use, a possibility they have steadfastly foresworn. If only in retaliatory
mode, following a U.S. preemptive attack, the number of deliverable warheads would be
far smaller—perhaps only one or two, if any at all. The number 20 also assumes that the

silo-based force as presently configured is the entirety of China’s nuclear threat to

"% Li Bin, “The Impact of U.S. NMD on Chinese Nuclear Modernization.”

' For a detailed Chinese scholarly assessment of China’s options vis-a-vis U.S. BMD, see ibid.



America; given the decades-long concealment and deception effort, there may be some

reason to be skeptical here.

Regardless, there is arguably reason to be skeptical that China can cleanly restore
the status quo ante with a build-up in its offensive forces. With a very low leakage U.S.
BMD in place, as could be the case with a layered defense, China would have to fire
enough missiles to exhaust the supply of U.S. interceptors—presumably something it
could only do in first-use. Moreover, its moment of leverage could be very short-lived, if
the United States has some capacity to re-load its interceptors and China has no re-loads.
As China works through the specific war-fighting issues associated with emerging U.S.
defense architectures, it may well conclude that reliable restoration of the status quo ante
requires a very large force expansion. And, China’s reposturing of its strategic force in
survivable mobile systems capable of quick operation in crisis will be seen as a very

important improvement.

But for the sake of argument here, let us simply posit that China is going to
modernize its strategic forces so as to be capable of inflicting nuclear damage on the
United States despite any possible U.S. preemption or U.S. BMD-—thus, not
modernization for modernization’s sake, but modernization to create a specific nuclear
relationship, summarized here simply as a secure second-strike force. This means not
simply the deployment of more and more modern intercontinental capabilities, but the
deployment of new systems that bring more American targets within reach and that will
transform the nuclear relationship between the two countries into a form that has not
previously existed, one based on mutual vulnerability given the absence of a credible

U.S. preemption capability.

C. THE CORE ISSUE FOR THE UNITED STATES

This then brings us to the central strategic question for the United States: How
should the United States respond to China’s further pursuit of a secure second-strike
force? What should the United States want?

From a U.S. perspective, the ideal nuclear relationship would probably be the one
it has enjoyed: U.S. supremacy and PRC minimalism. This has been ideal in part because
it has been untroubling to American interests in other nuclear relationships, with Russia
and Japan, for example. But China evidently is prepared to work rather hard to take this
option off the table.
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Realistically, then, Washington faces an either/or question. Either it tolerates
China’s pursuit of second-strike, which entails not responding to China’s build-up by
fielding countervailing defenses. Or it seeks to trump China’s pursuit of a secure second-
strike, which entails reorienting the BMD program away from a limited one focused on

rogues to something more capable. Tolerate or trump?

There is also a third option: to hedge. This entails constructing a BMD that China
views as a threat to the viability of its deterrent, and then not responding to China’s
efforts to redress that situation through its force modernization. But this entails also
establishing some conditions under which the defense might be reoriented to respond to
that modernization. Those conditions could include, for example, continued Chinese
adherence to international non-proliferation norms so that it does not aggravate the
international instabilities Washington seeks to redress with BMD. Another condition
might be that Chinese modernization does not exceed the requirements of the status quo
ante. One possibility, after all, is for China to modernize more aggressively in a bid to
construct a relatively robust force-de-frappe on the French analogue, large enough to tear
off an arm of any adversary, or even perhaps in the longer term a force sufficient to stake
a claim as the world’s second nuclear power. Violate these conditions, and then America

chooses trump—according to the logic of this third option.

In order to gain insights into the interests that might guide U.S. choices among

these three options, the paper now turns to the exploration of four issues.

D. NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN A TAIWAN CONFRONTATION

What role might nuclear weapons play in a confrontation over Taiwan? And what
does this imply for the question about the type of offense/defense relationship that best

serves U.S. interests?

Historically, U.S. nuclear war planners have had to consider other possible
contingencies leading to nuclear confrontation between the United States and China. One
such contingency was mentioned above—a three-sided war involving the United States,
the Soviet Union, and China—in which Washington had to consider at various times the
possibility that Beijing might side with or against Moscow, or simply exploit a U.S.-
Soviet war for its own purposes. With the end of the Cold War and the greatly reduced
possibility of war between the United States and Russia, this set of contingencies has

taken on much reduced salience.
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Another possible contingency involving possible U.S.-PRC nuclear confrontation
is renewed conflict in Korea. But it would appear that the risks of U.S.-PRC nuclear
confrontation on the Korean peninsula are today much reduced. In general, these risks
appear reduced in comparison to decades past, given the rapprochement now unfolding
for more than a decade on the peninsula. The specific risks also appear to have attenuated
somewhat, in the sense that the United States has withdrawn its entire inventory of non-
strategic nuclear weapons from the region, in part to support the commitments of North
and South Korea to denuclearize the peninsula. Moreover, the risks of U.S.-PRC nuclear
confrontation in such a war also appear to be reduced, given ever clearer signs from
Beijing to Pyongyang that it would not support the North in a war initiated by the North.
Additionally, Chinese experts voice wariness about being dragged into a war by a North
Korea that might be prepared to use weapons of mass destruction. China’s establishment
of formal diplomatic relations with the Republic of Korea (South Korea) and rapid

growth in their trade relations reinforce this expectation.

A third contingency, sometimes discussed among American experts, is possible
escalation to the nuclear level of a conventional conflict somewhere other than in the
Taiwan strait. It is not implausible that China’s effort to project naval power into the
South China sea, for example, might lead to some type of confrontation with U.S. forces
deployed there. But credible scenarios leading to nuclear threats and attacks are difficult

to conceive.

Thus it would appear that these three contingencies are less salient or plausible
than before. But U.S.-PRC confrontation over Taiwan remains both salient and plausible.
Indeed, there appears to be no other flashpoint around the world that could bring any of
the five original nuclear weapon states into confrontation. Understanding the potential

role of nuclear weapons in such a confrontation is thus an important task.

But this role has not been systematically studied over the years by either experts
on the Taiwan conflict or by nuclear strategists. Research conducted for this study reveal
three very different views in the U.S. community of the potential role of nuclear weapons

in a U.S.-PRC confrontation over Taiwan.

One: nuclear weapons would be largely if not completely irrelevant to such a
confrontation. The first view appears to be widely held in the defense planning

community and indeed among political-military analysts generally. A 1999 DoD Report
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to Congress on The Security Situation in the Taiwan Strait, for example, makes no

- 17
reference to the possible role of nuclear weapons.

Two: nuclear weapons would be relevant and U.S. deterrence will work. This
view is perhaps best encapsulated in a statement by then Assistant Secretary of Defense
Joseph Nye in 1995, to the effect that “I know how to deter [Chinese missiles]...If
deterrence prevented 10,000 Soviet missiles from reaching the United States, it baffles

me as to why it wouldn’t prevent 20 Chinese missiles from reaching Alaska.”'®

Three: nuclear weapons would be central but U.S. deterrence cannot work. This
view has been elaborated by Keith Payne, among others: “U.S. superiority in nuclear and
conventional arms could wrongly lead U.S. decision-makers to confidence in their

capability to deter China.”"

Given these sharply different notions of the potential role of nuclear weapons in a
confrontation over Taiwan, this study has developed a framework for systematic analysis
of questions of escalation and de-escalation in conflict. That framework draws heavily on
Herman Kahn’s study of escalation ladders and Thomas Schelling’s study of nuclear

coercion.

In On Escalation, Kahn describes “the rungs of the escalation ladder” according
to a structure of key phases of conflict. By his definition, these phases encompass sub-
crisis maneuvering, traditional crises in which nuclear war is unthinkable, intense crises
in which nuclear becomes thinkable but does not occur, “bizarre crises” in which
adversaries strike each others’ military forces but not their homelands, and military

central wars involving city targeting. As he argues,

“the ladder indicates that there are many relatively continuous paths between a low-
level crisis and an all-out war, none of which are necessarily or inexorably to be
followed...Metaphors, of course, can be misleading. Studying the ladder is supposed
to stretch and stir the imagination, not confine it....The order of the rungs is not to be

" The Security Situation in the Taiwan Strait, Report to Congress (Washington, D.C.: Department of
Defense, 1999), submitted pursuant to the FY99 Appropriations Bill.

18 Remarks to the Defense Writers Group, October 18, 1995, Washington, D.C., as quoted in “Word for
Word,” Defense News, October 23-29, p. 26. See also Bates Gill, “People’s Republic of China,” No. 6 in
The Deterrence Series (Alexandria, Va.: Chemical and Biological Arms Control Institute, 1998).

1% Keith B. Payne, The Fallacies of Cold War Deterrence and a New Direction (Lexington, Ky.: University
Press of Kentucky, 2001), pp. 173-174. See also Payne, Deterrence in the Second Nuclear Age
(Lexington, Ky.: University Press of Kentucky, 1996) and China 2010: Deterrence in Transition, paper
prepared by the National Institute for Public Policy for Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory,
August 2000.
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regarded as fixed...There is also no necessity that one inexorably go up the ladder—
rung by rung. One can go down as well as up, or even skip steps.”*

In Arms and Influence, Schelling describes nuclear confrontation as a game of

brinksmanship.

“There is undoubtedly a good deal to the notion that the country with the less
impressive military capability may be less feared, and the other may run the riskier
course in a crisis; other things being equal, one anticipates that the strategically
‘superior’ country has some advantages. But this is a far cry from the notion that the
two sides just measure up to each other and one bows before the other’s superiority
and acknowledges that he was only bluffing. Any situation that scares one side will
scare both sides with the danger of a war that neither wants, and both will have to
pick their way carefully through the crisis, never quite sure that the other knows how
to avoid stumbling over the brink. If brinksmanship means anything, it means
manipulating the shared risk of war. It means exploiting the danger that somebody
may inadvertently go over the brink, dragging the other with him.”*'

How might these conceptual approaches be utilized to understand the dynamics of
a potential U.S.-PRC nuclear confrontation over Taiwan? What might be the phases of
such a war and how might all three parties seek to manipulate the shared risks? Figure 1
illustrates a notional decision tree depicting the types of choices that would have to be
made by Beijing, Washington, and Taipei in such a conflict. Red indicates decisions and
actions taken by Beijing; Blue indicates Washington’s decisions and actions; Green

indicates Taipei.

Figure 2 describes in a generic way the options for escalating and de-escalating a
conflict that decision-makers would phase as the conflict unfolds. It illustrates a variety
of escalatory options, beginning with conventional means but then coming to nuclear
ones as well. The problem with such a generic structure is that it fails to capture the
different perspectives that inform the thinking of each of the three parties to the
conflict—Beijing, Washington, and Taipei. The figures that follow illustrate in strawman

fashion the separate perspectives of decision-makers in each of the three capitals.”

2 Herman Kahn, On Escalation (Baltimore, Md.: Penguin Books, 1968), p. 37.
*! Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, Ct.: Yale University Press, 1996), pp. 98-99.

22 These strawmen are constructed on the basis of readings, dialogues with experts, and interviews, for the
purpose of eclaborating salient differences in national perspective. They cannot be interpreted as
definitive. They were the focus of a day-long symposium at IDA in June 2001 as part of the research for
this project.
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Figure 1. A Notional Decision Tree
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Figure 2. A U.S. View of Escalation Over Taiwan

This U.S. view illustrates the view widespread among American experts that the

United States would have many advantages in competitive escalation in such a crisis:

1. In the standard U.S. view, the opening phase of the war is defined by an act of PRC
aggression. Taiwan is understood to be capable of holding out militarily until U.S.
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forces arrive, and politically as well, meaning it would not capitulate. Other important
U.S. assumptions: Taiwan does not take independent action to retaliate and escalate
against the PRC. And U.S. allies provide support to deploying U.S. forces.

2. In the U.S. view, the escalation burden falls on China. The conventional balance
across the strait is such that Taipei does not have to capitulate and Beijing faces a
long stalemate. Beijing’s economic interests will be increasingly at risk in any
prolonged confrontation and thus it will face pressure to escalate or cut its losses.
Some in the U.S. community see escalation as likely. Others see it as unlikely, on the
argument that the control of the Communist Party would be at risk if it loses face in
such a confrontation. China’s most obvious escalation option at this point is to
attempt to employ conventional forces to sink elements of a U.S. carrier battle group.

3. Many U.S. experts assume that the United States would respond to Chinese
escalation with devastating conventional attacks on military targets on the Chinese
mainland, to include strategic systems capable of retaliating against the United States.

4. U.S. experts tend to believe that Beijing would have little capacity or will to
counter-escalate at this point. Many describe such escalation by China as “crazy,”
given the ability of the United States to dominate a competitive process of escalation
at any level.

It should hardly be surprising that perceptions among Chinese experts differ, as

synopsized in the following figure.

5. Slow
Punishment

4. US Lacks Good Options

1. Long
grr:enmg 3. Multiple PRC Options:
ase Delay or Escalate by

Conventional and Nuclear

2. Escalation Burden
on a Weary US

Figure 3. A PRC View of Escalation Over Taiwan

1. In the Chinese view, the opening phase could be quite long, especially if Beijing is
careful to choose a moment when the United States is heavily engaged in
conventional combat elsewhere.
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2. Chinese experts tend to believe (or at least hope) that the escalation burden will fall
on the United States. Chinese experts recognize that the U.S. military would have the
upper hand once they arrive in the combat zone, but they also hope that in a
protracted conflict Americans would grow weary of the steady loss of life—so long
as China does not counter-escalate in a way that prompts a “Pearl Harbor” reflex.
From a Chinese perspective, Washington’s escalation options cannot look particularly
attractive. In a stalemated situation where Taipei seems to be wavering and in which
China’s ability to inflict punishment must quickly be blunted, Washington would feel
compelled to threaten and then conduct conventional strikes on military targets on the
Chinese mainland. China has sought to dissuade such escalation by threatening that
attacks on its military facilities (as opposed to forces operating in the strait) could be
met with (non-nuclear) Chinese attacks with ballistic and/or cruise missiles on U.S.
military bases in the theater and/or military facilities in the United States.

3. If Washington chooses to escalate rather than accept Beijing’s coercion of Taipei,
there may be no immediate Chinese response if Beijing believes that there is still
some chance of Taipei’s capitulation or fatigue in Washington. Chinese experts see a
number of escalatory options. These include attacks of the kind noted above on U.S.
military facilities in the region and beyond. Other options include limited (non-
nuclear) ballistic missile attacks on U.S. allies in the theater and the more aggressive
attack on U.S. naval assets. Chinese nuclear attack at this phase seems unlikely but
cannot be fully ruled out. In China there has been an active debate about nuclear uses
that might fall below Washington’s perceived retaliation threshold, with nuclear
attacks aimed at generating electromagnetic disruption of U.S. forces as one oft-
mentioned option. This would be a highly risky gamble, of course, and the Chinese
can hardly be confident in calculating nuclear pinpricks that are decidedly below U.S.
nuclear response thresholds. De-escalation at this phase by China is conceivable if
there are political “wins” to cover military losses and thus does not put the regime at
risk. So long as Taiwan is not left formally independent at this stage, Beijing could
well tout its successes in inflicting punishment on Taipei for not returning to the
bargaining table, and in teaching a lesson to the United States that China is willing to
go to war to secure the outcome over Taiwan it desires as reason enough to claim
partial victory and then de-escalate.

4. In response to PRC escalation, some Chinese analysts argue that the United States
does not have many good response options. Attacking Chinese cities would not look
attractive to American decision-makers at this phase, they argue, so long as China has
not so far killed many civilians in Taiwan and so long as its attacks on U.S. targets
have been limited to military ones. They believe also that the mobility of new
generation Chinese ballistic missiles means that the United States would be unable to
attack them.

5. In response to U.S. escalation, China would then have the choice of de-escalating,
perhaps with the hope that it could portray itself on the world stage as a victim of
American nuclear bullying. Or it could respond by retaliating in its own way, whether
promptly with available intercontinental systems or slowly by smuggling nuclear
weapons onto or near the territory of the United States.
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Taipei’s own view of potential nuclear escalation processes also merits attention

here.

5. US Will Keep It From

/ Getting Out of Control

4. Beijing Won’t Sacrifice
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1. Await US Arrival
>

2. US Defend \

or Stay Home

3. Taipei Capitulate
or Escalate on Own

Figure 4. A Taiwanese View of Escalation

1. In the opening phase, Taiwanese experts have some confidence that they can hold
out conventionally until Washington acts. Those experts note also that Taiwan has the
capacity to inflict punishment of its own on the mainland should it so choose.

2. Taiwanese experts focus here on U.S. intervention, not escalation. They tend to see
such intervention as likely, but not guaranteed. They expect that Beijing would only
commence a military action when Washington is militarily preoccupied elsewhere.
They anticipate also sharp internal U.S. debate about whether and how to intervene.

3. Should Washington opt not to intervene, Taipei would then face a choice about
whether to capitulate or escalate. In choosing to escalate, it might have two purposes
in mind. One would be to compel a choice in Beijing to escalate or opt out. The other
would be to signal to Washington and others in the international community the rising
stakes in conflict. Whether Taiwan is capable of such escalation or of sustaining it
beyond a pinprick or two is doubtful. Taiwanese military forces did periodically
attack mainland targets prior to the PRC’s construction of an effective air defense, but
today they lack the means to penetrate those defenses or the ballistic missiles
necessary to substitute for air power. Their force of F-16s might be capable of
inflicting some damage. Of course, over the medium-term future Taipei might acquire
such capabilities. Taipei has encouraged outside observers to speculate that it might
have a nuclear option at this phase of a conflict—with a long-standing policy of
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“intense ambiguity” on nuclear weapons.” A nuclear threat could substantially raise
the stakes for all. But a nuclear bluff that has been called could quickly bring an end
to its efforts to escalate the conflict.

4. In response to escalation by either Washington or Beijing, Taiwanese experts tend
to believe that de-escalation by Beijing is likely, given the economic costs of
prolonged conflict. Moreover, they tend to believe that Beijing has few good options
for escalating the conflict at this point, as further punishment of Taiwan would
increase the likelihood of prolonged public unwillingness to reunify with the
mainland—or simply destroy the economic prize.

5. But Taiwanese observers seem to be confident that any nuclear escalation by
Beijing would be met with a sufficiently powerful U.S. response to deny Beijing
further options.

With these three different strawmen in mind, what does this suggest about the

escalation potential of a U.S.-PRC confrontation over Taiwan under the nuclear shadow?

/6. Nuclear “Spasm”
Highly Unlikely

5. PRC Has Options

4. For US Escalation Dominance
1. How it Starts Is Not Escalation Control

Matters 3. Beijing’s Capacity to

Deescalate Is Uncertain

2. Taiwan Counts as
an Independent Factor

7. All 3 Are Casting Nuclear Shadow Pre-Crisis

Figure 5. Escalation Conclusions

1. How the war starts matters. The starting point determines the interests at stake for
all three capitols. A recent PRC defense white paper defines three potential starting
points: a formal declaration of independence by Taipei, nuclear acquisition by Taipei,

» Gerald Segal, “Taiwan’s Nuclear Card,” Asian Wall Street Journal, August 4, 1998; Alice Hung,
“Taiwan: Taiwan Says It Will Study Need for Nuclear Arsenal,” Reuters, July 28, 1995; and David
Albright and Corey Gay, “Taiwan: Nuclear Nightmare Avoided,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol.
54, No. | (January/February 1998), pp. 54-60.
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and a failure by Taipei to return to the negotiating table in a reasonable period of
time.”* The scenario touching on the most fundamental issues of sovereignty and
regime credibility is the first (response to independence) and thus it seems likely that
it would pose significant escalatory risks.

2. Taiwan counts as an independent factor. Indeed, Taipei’s behaviors—not
Washington’s—are the primary focus of Beijing’s coercion, especially early in a
conflict. Moreover, Taipei can defend and, on a limited basis, attack the PRC
independent of U.S. preferences. It can also “coerce” Washington in the sense that it
can threaten such actions as an inducement to actions by Washington that serve
Taipei’s interests.

3. Beijing’s capacity to de-escalate is uncertain. A war that is seen as once and for all
settling the Taiwan issue seems likely to put regime survival in Beijing at stake. But
there is also abundant historical evidence pointing to the willingness of the leadership
of the PRC to accept military losses so long as political points have been won.”

4. Washington would enjoy escalation dominance but not necessarily escalation
control. Its threats may be discounted on the argument that its interests at stake in the
conflict are not sufficient to run the risks associated with nuclear war, especially
against an adversary perceiving its vital interests at stake. But Beijing may well
believe that the United States would find it difficult to use nuclear weapons in ways
that serve its interests in anything other than punishment of the Chinese people. In
their view, the military targets that it might strike would not be operationally decisive,
given the mobility of PRC missiles.

5. Beijing has some limited options for escalation. But it would run very high risks in
doing so. If it genuinely comes to believe that there are nuclear uses that fall below
the U.S. nuclear response threshold, it runs the risk of badly miscalculating the kinds
of interests that would be at stake for Washington in such an escalating war. At this
phase, Beijing seems likely to again want to prolong conflict rather than escalate.
Nuclear first-use would run the risk of sullying Beijing’s claim to the moral high
ground.

6. An endgame of the kind Herman Kahn defined—nuclear “spasm” and
Armageddon—appears extremely unlikely in this type of contingency. The PRC may
want to compete at this level, but cannot.

7. To a very significant extent it would appear that Beijing, Washington, and Taipei
are all attempting to cast nuclear shadows back over the so-called pre-crisis phase.
Indeed, this may well be their primary focus—manipulating perception of their
political will and their adversary’s perception of risk as a way to shape developments
in the cross-strait relationship in circumstances other than war. Central to Beijing’s

* China’s National Defence in 2000, Ministry of Defense, Beijing. See Michael McDevitt and David
Finkelstein, Assessing China’s Year 2000 White Paper: A Workshop Report (Alexandria, Va.: Center for
Naval Analyses Corporation, November 16, 2000).

> Allen S. Whiting, The Chinese Calculus of Deterrence (Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press,
1975) and Abram N. Shulsky, Deterrence Theory and Chinese Behavior (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND,
2000).
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strategy to regain sovereignty over Taiwan and to prevent a formal declaration of
independence by Taiwan is the repeated effort to demonstrate its willingness to pay
very high costs while inflicting substantial damage if a war ever begins. Central to
Washington’s strategy to reassure Taiwan that it need not knuckle under to coercion
by Beijing is a credible means to counter any Chinese military action. Central to
Taipei’s strategy to dissuade PRC military action and to keep America engaged is to
suggest the possibility of a nuclear conflict that gets out of hand. Each appears less
interested in credible escalation options than in appearing to be the master of shaping
developments in the cross-strait situation.
What insights follow from this exploration of the potential dynamics of nuclear
coercion over Taiwan? Let us begin with the propositions noted above about the potential

role of nuclear weapons.

First, nuclear weapons are unlikely to be irrelevant to confrontation over Taiwan.
All three parties are apparently concerned with casting the nuclear shadow—and how
others will do so. Beijing’s modernization of its theater and strategic forces (as well as its
conventional capabilities) is motivated in part by the desire for new or improved options
at each level of war, to shift the escalation burden onto Washington, and to cast the
shadow back to the pre-crisis phase, so that there is no defection by Washington or Taipei
from the principle of One China as embodied in the Shanghai Communiqué. Taipei has

pursued a policy of “intense ambiguity” on its nuclear ambitions and capabilities.

Second, there would appear to be a lot of truth in the argument that nuclear
deterrence would play an important role in such a conflict, not least because U.S.
advantages would shape certain PRC behaviors. The United States has many
conventional and nuclear advantages and these are likely to constrain PRC behavior in
many ways. PRC escalation to intercontinental counter-city exchanges appears especially

unlikely given the scale of punishment that the United States can inflict on China.

But casting the nuclear shadow back over the low end of the conflict would be
difficult for Washington, not least because it seems likely to want to downplay the
potential role of nuclear weapons early in any such crisis, so as to gain the leverage that
ought to flow from its superior conventional forces. Moreover, having escalation

dominance does not translate into escalation control.

Third, there would also appear to be a lot of truth in the argument that effective
deterrence would be problematic. The interests at sake in such a conflict are asymmetric,

as this would be a war for sovereignty fought on what Beijing considers its national
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territory. The willingness to bear costs also appears to be asymmetric. At the very least,
these factors reduce the credibility of U.S. threats.*®

Fourth, defenses would shift the calculus of deterrence in ways favorable to the
United States. At each decision point for Beijing as it considers war initiation and
escalation, BMD protection of its adversaries would increase its uncertainty of gaining
desired outcomes. They would reduce the likelihood that Taipei would feel pressured to
capitulate early—or engage in attacks of its own. They would decrease pressures on
Washington or Taipei to escalate for limited missile attacks by Beijing, while also
increasing its willingness to escalate by reducing the costs of doing so. This could lead
the PRC to consider the kind of larger scale attacks that might also be seen as more
certain of generating a stiff U.S. reply. Even an imperfect BMD seems likely to influence
Beijing’s decision calculus, as leaders there contemplate possible U.S. reactions even

following a successful intercept.

But defenses are not a panacea. They appear unlikely to be able to fully protect
both U.S. forces in theater and Taiwan from PRC punishment. Moreover, they do not
substitute for U.S. conventional and nuclear advantages, which would remain a
significant part of the decision calculus. Moreover, Beijing seems confident that even a
“perfect” BMD cannot provide Americans with a confident sense of invulnerability in
wartime, given likely vulnerabilities in the defense itself but also China’s ability to wage
asymmetric warfare by means other than missile attack (if this point is inconsistent with

one in the preceding paragraph, this reflects China’s own ambiguity on the BMD topic).

For this analysis it is necessary to distinguish between defenses that protect
Taiwan, U.S. forces in combat, U.S. bases in theater, friends and allies in theater, and
those that protect the U.S. mainland.*” Successful attacks on different target types would
generate different incentives for ending, continuing, or escalating the conflict. In a

Taiwan contingency, the benefits of BMD seem higher in case of theater and lower in

2% On the general problem of the credibility of U.S. deterrence in an era of asymmetric conflict, in addition
to Payne, see The Fallacies of Cold War Deterrence and a New Direction, and Shulsky, Deterrence
Theory and Chinese Behavior, see also Brad Roberts, Asymmetric Conflict 2010 (Alexandria, Va.:
Institute for Defense Analyses, 2000) and Brent Sterling et al., U.S. Coercion in a World of Proliferating
and Varied WMD Capabilities (Washington, D.C.: DFI International/SPARTA, 2001), both products
prepared for the Advanced Systems and Concepts Office of the Defense Threat Reduction Agency. On
the challenges of nuclear deterrence, in addition to Kahn, see On Escalation, and Schelling, Arms and
Influence, see also Patrick N. Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage
Press, 1977) and Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution: Statecraft and the Prospect of
Armageddon (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1989).

% For an elaboration on this point, see Report to Congress on Theater Missile Defense Architecture Options
for the Asia-Pacific Region (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 1999).
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case of national defenses. The risk of massive intercontinental nuclear exchange appears
extremely remote. The only condition that would seem to make it possible is that Beijing
cannot choose to de-escalate as the conflict escalates up Kahn’s ladder because doing so
would lead to massive public unrest and the Communist Party’s removal from power. But
surely a massive U.S. nuclear attack on China, in retaliation for PRC nuclear attack on
the U.S. homeland, would have as its central purpose removal of the regime. Americans
accustomed to thinking in terms of all-out wars of nuclear annihilation because of a
NATO-Warsaw Pact war of escalation that got out of control need a different model for

understanding the high-end escalatory potential of a conflict over Taiwan.

There is one last but important consideration in this discussion: the transition to a
defense-dominant deterrence of China may be just as unstable as the once-feared
transition to Star Wars. If Beijing indeed perceives that U.S. BMD deployments would
deprive it of useful leverage in meeting a real military crisis, then it seems plausible that
Beijing would choose to attempt its military option before its perceived window-of-

leverage begins to close.

Fifth